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MORE  THAN  A  MEMORY 

"And  their  eyes  weve  opened 
and  they  knew  him,"       Luke  24:31 


Over  the  years  a  regrettable  injustice  has  been 
done  to  one  of  the  most  appealing  slices  of  narrative 
to  be  found  anywhere  in  scripture.   I  speak  of  the 
story  of  the  travelers  on  the  Emmaus  Road  recounted 
in  the  twenty-fourth  chapter  of  St.  Luke's  gospel. 

It  is  Easter  material  alright ,  but  it  belongs 
more  fittingly  to  Easter  afternoon  than  Easter  morning. 
Since  few  churches  have  preaching  services  on  the  after- 
noon of  Easter  Sunday,  this  passage  has  suffered  from 
unintentional  neglect.   In  a  modest  way,  I  should  like 
to  atone  for  my  part  in  that  neglect  by  speaking  from 
this  passage  today. 


The  story  is  not  unfamiliar.   We  heard  it  moments 
ago  in  the  King  James  Version  — -  the  only  version  that 
does  its  beauty  justice.   In  keeping  with  a  long-stand- 
ing Riverside  tradition  it  will  be  sung  this  afternoon 
by  Louise  Natale  in  Weinberger's  solo  cantata,   "The 
Way  to  Emmaus . " 

The  outstanding  feature  of  the  story  is  the  con- 
trast between  how  It  starts  and  how  it  ends.   It  has  a 
"down-beat"  beginning  but  an  open-ended  "up  beat" 
closed 

Some  forty-eight  hours  after  the  horror  that  we 
call  Good  Friday,  two  men  set  out  from  Jerusalem  by 
foot  for  the  village  of  Emmaus  some  four  miles  distant 
—  about  as  far  as  the  distance  between  Riverside 
Church  and  Times  Square.   The  name  of  one  of  them  we 
know,  Cleopas .   The  other  remains  anonymous. 


Neither  was  one  of  the  original  twelve,  yet  both 
were  utterly  cast  down  that  Jesus  was  gone.   And  why 
not?   They  had  formed  part  of  that  company  of  ordinary 
men  and  women  whose  view  of  reality,  whose  sense  of 
purpose  and  whose  understanding  of  God  had  been  radi- 
cally transformed  by  Jesus  of  Nazareth.   Life  for  them 
had  been  lifted  off  its  hinges  I   Now  what? 

They  thought  it  advisable  to  get  away  from  the 
scene  of  those  final  days.   And  as  they  went  they 
talked.   The  Greek  suggests  that  their  conversation 
was  heated  and  animated.   Perhaps  they  bounced  their 
dismay,  their  unbelief,  their  self-pity  off  each  other, 
They  had  loved  and  lost  and  that  was  it.   Only  those 
who  had  known  His  presence  could  feel  his  absence  so. 

Don't  think  me  irreverent  if  I  suggest  that  their 
mood  as  they  started  out  can  be  summed  up  in  the  title 
of  a  Broadway  hit  of  another  day,  "Thanks  for  the 
Memories."  Ecclesiastical  and  political  power  could 
take  their  Christ  away,  but  no  power  on  earth  could 
take  away  their  recollections!!   They  had  been  with 
Jesus.   Had  heard  Him.   Had  seen  Him.   Had  touched 
Him.   In  the  early  hours  of  morning,  in  the  heat  of 
noon,  and  in  the  calm  of  eventide  they  were  there. 
They  would  hang  on  to  those  memories  the  way  a  drown- 
ing man  hangs  on  to  the  thin  line  of  rope  that  repre- 
sents life.   That's  how  the  story  opens. 

But  recall  how  it  closes.   On  that  very  night 
they  make  a  complete  turnabout  and  head  back  to  Jeru- 
salem.  This  time  their  pace  is  quick,  almost  running. 
Their  hearts  are  light  and  very  much  at  peace.  Hazards 
of  night  travel  are  forgotten.   A  half-eaten  meal  is 
abandoned.   Soul  time  has  preempted  clock  time!   They 
have  something  to  tell  the  others.   A  gladness  to 
share.   Jesus  was  back.   Jesus  was  alive.   He  whom 
they  called  Lord  and  Master  was  more  than  a_  memory. 
He  was  a  presence.   They  had  been  repossessed  by  hope  1 
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The  story  begins  in  gloom  and  climaxes  in  joy 
because  on  their  reverse  pilgrimage  out  of  Jerusalem, 
they  were  overtaken  and  encountered  by  the  living 
Christ.   Incognito  at  first,  He  comes  upon  them  and 
listens  as  they  voice  their  inner  grief.  Then  He  asks, 
in  effect,  "Is  this  a  personal  argument  or  can  anyone 
get  into  it?   What  is  it  that  you  are  discussing?" 
Astounded  that  anyone  could  be  in  those  parts  and  not 
know  what  was  going  on  they  gently  reprimand  Him.  "Are 
you  from  some  distant  province,  a  stranger  perchance, 
that  you  do  not  know  what's  been  going  on  hereabouts 
in  recent  days?"  He  feigns  ignorance:  "What  things?" 
They  go  on  to  tell,  achieving  what  psychologists  would 
call  verbal  therapy,  articulating  the  exact  nature  of 
their  disappointment .   "We  had  hoped  that  it  was  He 
who  should  redeem  Israel." 

Still  unknown  to  them  Jesus  turns  to  the  scrip- 
tures and,  after  a  gentle  rebuke,  addresses  Himself  to 
that  subject  which  sorely  vexed  their  hearts  and  both- 
ers ours  today,  how  one  .who  is  God's  anointed  could 
suffer.   It  is  so  difficult  to  believe  that  God  who 
has  all  power  could  suffer  anything .   They  felt  that 
because  He  was  the  Christ  of  God  He  should  not  have 
suffered.   Jesus  showed  that  because  He  was  the  Christ 
of  God  He  had  to  suffer,  for  that's  the  way  God  is! 

Then  comes  a  bit  of  social  gamesmanship.   The 
sedate  language  of  the  King  James  reads,  "He  made  as 
though  He  would  go  further."  (Lk.  24:28)   He  wanted  an 
invitation  to  remain  with  them,  but  gestered  as  though 
to  go  on.   They  responded  In  a  similar  manner.   Their 
real  interest  was  in  hearing  more  from  this  intriguing 
stranger  but  they  could  hardly  say  that  openly  <,   In- 
stead they  appealed  to  nightfall:   "Abide  with  us:  for 
it  is  toward  evening,  and  the  day  is  far  spent." 

(Lk.  24:29) 

Then  comes  the  dramatic,  moment  of  recognition. 
"And  it  came  to  pass,  as  he  sat  at  meat  with  them,  He 
took  bread,  and  blessed  it,  and  brake,  and  gave  to 
them."  (Lk.  24:30)  And  in  that  simple  action,  "Their 
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eyes  were  opened,  and  they  knew  Him;  and  He  vanished 
out  of  their  sight."  (Lk.  24:31)   We  pass  from  memory 
to  hope  by  an  experience  of  presence. 


The  church  is  not  a  memorial  society  gathered 
regularly  to  commemorate  a  saintly  and  committed  life. 
Memory  cannot  adequately  account  for  the  church's  life 
over  so  long  a  time.   Memory  can  be  good  and  influen- 
tial; the  memory  of  one's  mother,  one's  father,  the 
memory  of  a  teacher  or  friend.   But  memory  cannot  be 
sustained  with  telling  force  for  2,000  years. 

Why,  George  Washington  has  been  gone  scarcely 
more  than  200  years  and  we  have  already  made  his  birth- 
day a  moveable  holiday  to  convenience  our  desire  for 
long  weekends.   So  much  for  memory! 

It  was  an  experience  of  presence  that  constituted 
the  early  church.   Actually,  there  are  two  traditions 
in  the  New  Testament  that  deal  with  the  resurrection 
of  Jesus.   One  might  be  called  the  tradition  of  the 
empty  tomb  and  the  other  the  tradition  of  the  appear- 
ances of  the  risen  Christ.   The  two  are  not  of  equal 
stature  logically  or  scriptually.   There  is  no  ques- 
tion but  what  the  tradition  that  appeals  to  the  appear- 
ances of  Jesus  was  the  tradition  that  gave  the  church 
its  heart  and  vitality. 

The  oldest  apologetic  for  the  resurrection  of 
Jesus  is  found  in  I  Corinthians  15  in  which  passage 
the  empty  tomb  is  not  mentioned!   What  is  mentioned 
is  the  fact  that  the  risen  Christ  had  appeared  to 
Cephas,  and  the  12,  and  the  500 ,  and  James  and  all  the 
apostles,  and  said  Paul,  "last  of  all  He  appeared  also 
unto  me."  (I  Cor.  15:8) 

It  is  always  tempting  to  believe,  conditioned  as 
we  are  by  scientism,  that  if  only  we  could  get  to  the 
empty  tomb  with  our  calipers  and  cameras,  thus  to  cer- 
tify Christ's  resurrection,  we  could  trigger  faith  and 
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make  believers  out  of  the  world. 

But  those  two  travelers  on  the  Emmaus  Road  had 
heard  rumors  of  the  empty  tomb .   They  spoke  openly  of 
what  the  women  had  reported  --  visions,  angels,  empty 
tomb  and  all  -  and  they  still  did  not  believe!   All 
that  the  empty  tomb  could  do  would  be  to  suggest  that 
Jesus'  body  had  been  taken  --  perhaps  by  an  enemy,  per- 
haps by  a  friend,  perhaps  by  mistake.   All  that  the 
empty  tomb  could  do  would  be  to  imply  that  Jesus  was 
around  somewhere  still  limited  in  time  and  place.   His 
lease  on  life  would  be  but  preparation  for  a  death 
still  to  come. 

Easter  is  more  than  the  resuscitation  of  a  corpse. 
When  we  speak  about  resurrection  we  mean  Christ's  en- 
trance into  a  new  form  of  life.   I've  never  been  ter- 
ribly concerned  about  preserving  historical  sites  in 
the  Holy  Land.   I  suppose  one  ought  to  be  grateful  that 
the  Pope  and  others  from  time  to  time  express  a  hope 
that  certain  shrines  and  landmarks  will  remain  intact 
—  the  alleged  place  of  Jesus'  birth,  the  place  of  His 
death,  the  holy  sepulchre.   I  find  none  of  these  poten- 
tially reassuring.  What  is  reassuring  are  His  appear- 
ances to  me! 

Paul  was  saying  as  much  in  his  second  Corinthian 
letter;  "Wherefore  henceforth  know  we  no  man  after  the 
flesh:  yea,  though  we  have  known  Christ  after  the 
flesh,  yet  now  henceforth  know  we  Him  no  more."  (II  Cor. 
5:16)   We  do  not  celebrate  resurrection  because  the 
tomb  was  empty  but  because  the  living  Christ  has  filled 
our  hearts  and  made  them  burn  on  the  way.   As  someone 
has  said,  the  stone  was  moved  not  so  much  to  let  Christ 
out  as  to  let  the  women  in . 

Malcolm  Muggeridge  makes  a  statement  that  I  believe 
all  of  the  early  disciples  would  have  subscribed  to: 
"I  am  sure  there  was  a  resurrection  but  I  don't  in  the 
least  care  whether  the  stone  was  moved  or  not  moved ,  or 
what  anybody  saw,  or  anything  like  that.   I  am  absolute- 
ly indifferent  to  that .   But  there  must  have  been  a 
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resurrection  because  Christ  is  alive  now  2,000  years 
later.   There  is  no  question  at  all  about  that."  1 
"And  their  eyes  were  opened  and  they  knew  Him." 


We  pass  from  memory  to  hope  through  an  experience 
of  presence.   This  leads  to  the  question:  Have  you  ex- 
perienced his  presence?  That  is  the  critical  question, 
isn't  it?   For  Easter  is  more  than  a  tale  told  in  a 
book  there  for  us  to  remember.   Easter  speaks  to  a 
power  and  a  presence  there  for  our  receiving. 

To  put  it  differently,  Easter  is  an  event  into 
which  we  must  enter  and  an  event  which  we  must  allow 
to  enter  us.   Professor  Harry  Prosch  wrote  recently 
about  the  various  ways  in  which  we  know  anything  in 
this  world,   Different  levels  of  knowledge  require 
different  levels  of  personal  "entering  in."   "We  must 
dwell  more  fully  in  our  religion  than  we  do  in  our 
psychology,  in  order  to  see  its  meaning,  more  fully 
in  our  psychology  than  in  our  biology,  more  fully  in 
our  biology  than  in  our  physics,  and  more  fully  in  our 
physics  than  in  our  mathematics.   Yet  this  does  not 
mean  that  religion  is  "truer"  than  mathematics,  only 
that  its  meanings  involve  more  of  ourselves  in  them 
and  thus  may  be  more  intrinsically  interesting  -  or 
overwhelming,  anyway."  2_ 

We  meet  Him  not  by  remembering  or  by  escaping  in- 
to some  superworld  of  spirit.  We  meet  Him  in  the  com- 
mon scenes  of  earth  --  a  walk  with  a  friend,  the  offer 
of  hospitality  to  one  in  need,  pondering  the  scriptures, 
sitting  down  to  supper.  To  experience  the  presence  is 
to  see  everyone  we  meet  in  Jesus,  and  Jesus  in  every- 
one we  meet . 

The  best  news  of  Easter  didn't  happen  at  dawn  but 
in  the  gathering  dusk.   Not  with  the  rising  of  the  sun 
but  with  its  setting.   Not  at  the  empty  tomb  but  on 
the  open  road.  "Their  eyes  were  opened  and  they  knew 
him." 
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"Who  Is  the  third  who  walks  always  beside  you? 
When  I  count ,  there  are  only  you  and  I  together 
But  when  I  look  ahead  up  the  white  road 
There  Is  always  another  one  walking  beside  you 
Gliding  wrapped  in  a  brown  mantle,  hooded 
I  do  not  know  whether  a  man  or  a  woman 
-But  who  is  that  on  the  other  side  of  you?"  3 


CLOSING    PRAYER 

Lord 3   remove  from  our  eyes 

the  scales  of  doubt  and  indecision. 
Free  us  from  our  bondage  to  the  senses. 
Increase  our  faith. 
Let  Jesus  Christ  be  for  each  of  us 

-  this  day  and  always  - 
A   living 3   guiding 3   saving  Lord. 

In  His  strong  name  we  "pray.       Amen, 


FOOTNOTES; 

1.  Mugger idge ,  Malcolm,  Jesus  Rediscovered,  p.  180, 
Doubleday  S  Company,  Inc.,  Garden  City,  New  York, 
1969 

2.  ZYCON,  Journal  of  Religion  and  Science,  p.  51, 
Vol.  9,  No.  1,  The  University  of  Chicago  Press, 
March,  1974 

3.  Eliot,  T.  S.,  "The  Waste  Land",  Collected  Poems  of 
T.S.  Eliot,  p.  87,  Har court ,  Brace  £  Company, 

New  York,  1930 

-  7  - 


A  subscription  to  the  annual  sermon  series, 
SERMONS  FROM  RIVERSIDE,  approximately  40  in 
number,  may  be  made  by  sending  a  check  for 
$7.00  payable  to  The  Riverside  Church,  to: 

The  Publications  Office 
The  Riverside  Church 
490  Riverside  Drive 
New  York,  N.Y.  10027 


74/14 


